Introduction
Among the several materials used by both amateur and professional artists for their self expression, wood stands out as a material to be trusted. Of all the artists in Nigeria, those from the southern part of the country make extensive use of wood in their visual pontifications. In the University of Benin Fine and Applied Arts Department, such materials like bronze, fiberglass, plaster of paris (POP), metal and terra cotta are used for realizing visual expressions in sculpture. Of all these materials, it is wood that is lavishly used by both students and teachers alike. This is as a result of the textural and fascinating contour inherent in wood; and because they are the cheapest materials for sculpture productions in recent time. Such wood as mahogany, thick, Afara, masonia, ebony, Iso, Iroko and Opepe are used extensively by the students in executing their individual assignments.
Today, in the rich art gallery of the department, wood sculptures intermingle with other genre of art. These very profound arts genre includepaintings, bronze, metals, fiberglass, sculptures, textiles, graphics, ceramics and metal designs. However, of all the wooden sculptures easily identifiable and of great significance is the one executed by a lecturer, Franklyn Egwali, in the Department, he called it Life in Phases. It was executed in 1996. It is about 1m in ht and with a special type of wood called Thick. It is an elegant piece of sculpture comprising three stone-like faces in deep contemplation and meditation. It is an elegant head mask in the round with critically defined forms. Here the lecturer (Franklyn Egwali) in defining and appraising the forms, employed two principles of design; plane and lines. Observing the overall framework of the composition, Egwali profoundly led us into his critical world of design using lines, this time very sensitive ones. All that we observe are lines, each running into one another gracefully, elegantly and contextually. As these sensitive and delicate lines runs into one another, they thereby give value, bite and potency to each other. For instance, we can enjoy the radical yet flexible and illuminating line that ran from the nose of one of the faces to the top of the head. This line which has heralded the firm nose also uncovered the various ruminations and contemplations in the eye of the mask while to the top of the head, it asserted quite poignantly the three bunch of exquisite, charming and enchanting Uba motif of Benin culture. Here, we savour the delicately weaved motif which according to Izevbigie represents life without end, continuity of existence, power and strength in nature.
Of very great significance in this visual configuration is the method Egwali uses by allowing the motif to spread into two of the faces of the mask. By allowing this, it gave vitality, intensity and a kind of authoritativeness into the overall composition. shame, in degradation and dishonor. As affirmed by the artist, the piece of sculpture represents our lost society, a society that had no shame and so could not stand up for integrity, purity, probity and uprightness. According to Adeogun, all these virtues have suddenly been obliterated by a negative and radical wind of change to the detriment of the society. In realizing this profound wood sculpture, Adeogun also used lines and rounded forms. As we can observe from the head of the sculpture, the hand that is wrapping round the bossom is in round shape while the stomach of the artform itself comes with a rounded form. To add uniqueness and peculiarity to this artform, the artist slightly peforated the middle of the two legs so that space can be seen dividing the two legs and by so doing Adeogun added vigour, intensity and energy to the entire composition and configuration. This is also a mark of showing his knack for thorough articulation of form and material. Not also to be taken for granted is the delicate, sensitive but pleasant and exquisite line running from the side of the artform, i.e. from the lower leg to the side of the hand. This is profoundly remarkable as these lines aptly add to the veracity and outstanding aesthetics of the sculpture. The first hurdle here is the challenge of schooling and educating oneself from the kindergarten (acara school for those of us not privilege to attend the nursery school) to the University. This can be very daunting especially for those whose parents are financially inferior and on the lower side of the ladder of existence. Occasionally, one is forced to either abandon school or perhaps suspend it temporary. The next phase is marrying and rearing children and this on its own can be daunting in this era of economic meltdown. As a result, most men keep procrastinating the idea of settling down and before long, they are old and weak. And finally, the last phase of this existence is old age and death.
Unfortunately, this stage comes so fast and so quick. No wonder William Shakespeare once enthused and poignantly asserted regarding death -"out out brief candle, life is but a walking shadow". among some members of our society. Today, our society has been desecrated, defiled and ruined morally as nothing matters anymore. Men and women of honour are almost extinct as they seem not to be here any longer. Everywhere we turn to, we see it steering at us -in politics, universities, churches, mosques, in films and fashion industries.
How on earth should pastors be found sleeping around with parishoners' wives to the point of impregnating them? Why will armed robbers constantly be invading the churches and shamelessly looting the altar of God and promising to return back for more loot? On the other hand, why will some parents be at the forefront of helping their children to cheat during examination, some even go as far as helping the children to buy examination question papers. While in the universities, some lecturers compel their students to part with huge sums of cash to enable them score good grades. friends locked in a fierce battle. As asserted by the artist, the ultimate end of these fighters is to kill. In appraising this subject matter, Aigbogun in an interview with this writer in Benin posited that he decided to allow rounded form take the centre stage because of his love for circle forms. All we can savour in this composition are convoluting forms, emerging and submerging into one another gracefully. Observing the sculpture from the frontal perspective, we observe a figure holding the other rigidly and firmly as if determined to physically suffocate the other out of existence. As can also be observed in the composition, Aigbogun gave it a realistic and stylized colouration as we can glean from the artform as it is here represented with rounded circle forms. One very profound and significant feature of this composition is the potency and intensity of the forms. We also notice the energetic and poignant nature and stature of the two forms holding themselves. Indeed, we appreciate the ruggedness and vehemence of the entire construction. Furthermore, movement and texture is another definitive and cognitive variable which act as catalyst to the essential organization of an art piece. This type of movement and texture can be observed in Fig. 2 , Shame and Fig. 3 , Life in a Scuffle. In these two art forms, the artists used movement and texture to define and exact their creative expressions and impressions. In Fig. 3 , Life in a Scuffle, we also observe the two combatants holding themselves very forcefully with their body oozing and emitting great energy and vigour. To further add to the already potent and charged composition, the body of the fighters were roughly texturised. This addition of texture added valve, valour and audacity to the entire construction. Fleaming and Honour (1998) and Egonwa (2005) Indeed, if the traditional carvers can allow the college trained artists to influence them in their use of electric operated motor saw, especially as it relates to the ripping, slicing and chopping of the monumental wood sculptures the ever expanding wood sculptures will be the better of it as they can also influence the local carvers with their contemporary, imaginative concepts and designs. A regular collaboration between these two groups of artists would contribute to the robustness, self-assertiveness and definitiveness in our ever fertile contemporary Nigerian art space.
